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Factor Analysis of Theological Constructs
Related to Fatalism and Free Will

M. ARDELL

BROADBENT

Brigham Young University

A questionnaire was used to determine to what degree members of the Church ofJesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
endorse doctrinal statements concerning foreknowledge and determinism. A factor analysis of the questionnaire
results confirmed lay constructs about an apparent polarization between members who hold strictly literal interpretations of omniscience and omnipotence as opposed to those who hold interpretations further removed from
mainstream Christendom but whose positions are validated by LDS doctrine. The relation of demographic variables to the constructs was explored. The existence of simultaneously held conflicting beliifs was confirmed. Some
implications for LDS therapists are discussed. A historical overview of the LDS debate over topics associated with
fatalism and free will is included, noting the implications of doctrines related to God's foreknowledge and suggesting soft determinism as a synthesis of otherwise incompatible doctrinal positions.

M

ormonism offers a unique theology that differs from

except space and time, is a mode of matter ... The mate-

the majority of Christian religions in its metaphysical

rialism that figures so prominently in Mormon thought

basis. Part of the appeal of the doctrine of the Church of

is, of course, a radical departure from typical nineteenth-

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is its logical coherence. The

century materialism. The latter usually denies the reality

LOS teaching that "all truth can be circumscribed into one

of God and the soul, whereas Mormonism simply

great whole" promotes a more rigorous epistemology with

declares that God, and the soul or spirit, are material

less reliance on mysticism, a point emphasized by Brigham

beings (McMurrin, 1965,44).

Young: "There is no mystery except to the ignorant"
(Widtsoe, 1998, p. 259). McMurrin (1965) clearly describes

For the LOS clinician encountering cases of existential

the break Mormonism makes with traditional Christian

angst, the task of reconciling LOS religious tenets with sci-

thought as follows:

ence and philosophy should prove less foreboding.
Nevertheless, some members have difficulty reconciling

The opposition to religion generally associated with

scripture with other scripture, with empirical data, and with

materialism, whether ancient or modern, has derived

non-doctrinal Mormon ideology. Lay explanations designed

quite as much from the determinism implied by the the-

to help interpret passages as being in agreement with each

ory of mechanical causation customary to materialistic

other may become convoluted and logically contradictory.

metaphysics as from the concept that everything real,

Certainly this phenomenon is not unique to the LOS people;
17

M. ARDELL BROADBENT

FATALISM AND FREE WILL

much literature in psychology shows that people can and

may have interpreted to be a doctrinal position. The follow-

often do hold competing and/or mutually exclusive beliefs

ing passage shows such a preoccupation with the topic:

(Shorkey, 1980; Brink 1978). Fortunately, there is room in
Mormon thought to allow for seeming paradox, such as the

The inquiring mind can easily be involved in constant

tension between justice and mercy, or the question of salva-

torment. For example, I have spent many, many hours of

tion by works or by grace. This exemplifies the possibility or

research over the past 30 years in trying to logically elim-

even necessity of patiently suspending sole loyalty to either

inate my basic belief in predestination, for we are taught

extreme until reconciliation or synthesis can be reached -

that this is false doctrine. Logic demands that mankind

because of the LOS belief that not all knowledge has yet been

must have free agency, and each time my research leads

revealed to humanity. As one LOS historian put it, "Given

me to an acceptance of foreordination in lieu of predes-

our human limitations and the cautions expressed in the

tination ... Neal Maxwell writes another article on the

Eighth and Ninth Articles of Faith, we must expect to

subject and completely destroys all of my well-organized

encounter cognitive dissonance, even in the sphere of faith"

research. However, since logic demands that man must

(PolL 1989, p. 131). For example, a common LOS synthesis

have free agency, I must conclude that if I could just

to the work vs. grace paradox is the response that earnest

spend about three hours in conversation with Neal

works are necessary, but grace bridges the gap caused by our

MaxwelL we could probably resolve the conflict -

inadequacy to fully complete the required works.

for, as

a friend of mine suggested, I probably interpret what he

One such dilemma has captured the interest of Mormon

says through my preconceived ideas of predestination

theologians yet has largely defied attempts at a broadly accept-

(Sorenson, 1982, p. 3).

ed solution. Most Mormons oppose fatalism, the idea that all
events are fixed in advance so that humans are powerless to

It is possible that the apparent contradictions surrounding

an idea similar to hard determinism. Fatalism,

this issue may have caused some to reject the entire LOS the-

if it were true that God planned and destined all outcomes,

ology, being unable or unwilling to compartmentalize the

would negate the justice of God, who could be seen as con-

ideas, believing that if the theology doesn't logically cohere, it

signing to eternal punishment those who could not chose any

can't be true. The precursor to such a belief is suggested by

acts other than those deserving condemnation. At the same

the following passage:

change them -

time, scriptures abound with references to God's foreknowledge and foreordination (e.g., Romans 8: 29). However, cur-

Contemplating the implications of foreknowledge can

rent LOS leaders have explicitly stated that foreordination is

lead to absurdist scenarios about the triviality of life, and

not to be confused with predestination, accepting the former

such a philosophy renders free agency meaningless. No

as a true principle and rejecting the latter. Similarly, early LOS

matter how thorough God's foreknowledge may be, there

leaders also considered this belief a radical break from the

must be some way agency can alter the trends of the

then-popular Calvinist idea of divine election.

future. Otherwise we have no choice, which would make

A synthesis, then, of free will and hard determinism is pos-

a mockery of all the scriptural efforts to bring about

sible: the term 50ft determinism depicts a worldview allowing

righteousness (Smith, 1988, p. 2).

for both. However, instead of such a synthesis, the tendency
to interpret authoritative statements literally and extremely

Clark (1992, p. 35) suggests that, within Mormon culture,

may lead some people to the compartmentalized acceptance

concerning the "age-old religious / philosophical conundrum:

of ideas that seem logically to support fatalism while simulta-

how to reconcile human free will with divine foreknowledge

neously maintaining a belief in free wilL For some this debate

... most of our attempts either fail to satisfy or lead to alter-

is more than academic: fatalism can become a dysfunctional

natives worse than the problem:'

attitude leading to feelings of apathy, frustration, and external
locus of controL On the other hand, a belief in unmitigated

HYPOTHESIS

free will can lead to excessive guilt and perfectionism. Indeed,
these two distressing states may occur simultaneously. Thus,

The terms "absolutist" and "non-absolutist" refer to the ten-

some LOS clients may not identify the beliefs that lead to

dency to either see God's power as completely unlimited or,

their frustration, being unwilling to question something they

alternately, as subject to physical laws of the universe. The
18
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Procedure

concept of absolute foreknowledge seems to relate to the
"absolutist" position. Terms describing the concepts tend to

All participants were invited to complete a questionnaire.
Consent was established by return of the questionnaire.

be used as if they describe opposite temperaments.
(1) It was hypothesized that the study would confirm that

Dependent measure

these constructs might be useful to encapsulate a complex set
of interrelated ideas. It was expected that deterministic ideas

The questionnaire was composed of 10 demographic ques-

would group together as absolutist ideas and that indeter-

tions and 12 statements in Likert scale format, 4 of which

minist or soft-determinist ideas would group together as

were textbook definitions related to determinism and 8 of
which were quotations made by LOS and non-LOS theolo-

non-absolutist ideas.
(2) Absolutism was hypothesized by Richard O. Poll, an

gians or church leaders. These quotations are included below.

LOS historian, to correlate with recent conversion but not

The quotations were prefaced by the instruction: "Each of the

with commitment to LOS theology (1989, pp.1, 3).

statements which follow was made by a prominent member of

(3) Absolutism was not expected to correlate with any

the Church ofJesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, whether pub-

demographic variables (except positively with having been

licly as official doctrine or as personal opinion, or by a promi-

raised in Utah or Idaho, due to the high percentage of LOS

nent member of another Christian church:' The source of

members therein).

each quote was not included. The addition of one statement

(4) Because the non-absolutist position is often seen as

from a source outside the LOS church allowed participants to

unorthodox, it was expected to be held by a minority.

disagree with the quotations without the cognitive dissonance

(5) It was expected that logically conflicting beliefs would

of disagreeing with prominent LOS church leaders. The addi-

be evident in the responses of some participants, relating to

tion of this statement also provided a comparison between

agreement with the doctrinal position of free will, which cor-

LOS theology and the views ofJohn Calvin which were pop-

responds to the way most people experience their choices,

ular, yet controversiaL during the initial development of LOS

and yet also concurrent agreement with positions presuppos-

theology and which are very relevant to this topic. For this

ing determinism, if not fatalism.

study, commitment to the theology was operationally defined

by active/ regular participation in church meetings.
METHOD

Data analyses
To determine whether questionnaire items reflected

Participants
The 145 participants ranged in age from 18 to 79, with 70%

underlying dimensions of determinism and free will (testing

of the sample between age 20 and 30 years. All participants

the first hypothesis), a principle components analysis was

were associated with the Church ofJesus Christ of Latter-day

conducted. A varimax rotation with kaiser normalization was

Saints, though there were no stipulations that participants

used because it was assumed that factors would be orthogo-

must be currently fully active in their participation. Among

naL Zero-order correlations between the factors and demo-

the entire sample, 24% reported being at some time in their

graphic variables, including years of voluntary and involun-

life inactive. Among lifetime members, 21% reported being

tary active participation in church meetings, were then con-

inactive at some time in their life and these one-time-inactive

ducted to determine whether the second and third hypothe-

members report an average lifetime inactivity rate of 9.8

ses were supported. A composite score was calculated for

years. Of the entire sample, 80% reported having been associ-

each participant for the Determinism/Absolutism factor, as

ated with no additional or previous religions. Participants

an average of his or her endorsement of the items which

were 58.3% female and 41.7% male. Most were current resi-

loaded on that factor. These scores were on a scale from 2.00

dents of Utah. As a primary residence before age 18, 28%

indicating high endorsement of those items and -2.00 indi-

were from Utah or Idaho, 46% from other states, and 21%

cating low endorsement. The distribution of these scores was

from outside the U.S.A. Thirty percent of participants were

used to test the fourth hypothesis.

recruited from linguistics or history classrooms at Brigham

The percentages in Table 2 reflect the Likert scale format of

Young University; the remainder were recruited by snowball

the questionnaire. Strong and marginal endorsement were

sampling. The two types of recruiting did not result in groups

combined, as were strong and marginal disagreement.

with different mean scores on any variable.

Percentages were compared to test the fifth hypothesis.
19
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RESULTS

In an exploratory factor analysis, five

Table 1: Factor Loadings

factors emerged wirh eigen values grearer

Component

rhan 1, but the scree plot suggested retain-

Dctcnninist

God-in-Timc

ing four. Together the four factors
accounted for 58% of the variance. Factor
loadings are listed in Table L High loading items on the first factor were statements by Calvin and Smith conveying the
idea that nothing happens by random
chance, supporting hard determinism.
The data partially support the use of the

Absolutist
CALVIN
SMITH
MADSEN-I
MCMURRIN
YOUNG
MADSEN-2
BROWN
NOCHANCE
HARDDET
INDETERM
SOFT DET

.633
.767
-.05763
.01099
-.187
-.08352
-.06919
.786
.470
-.02121
.04233

Limited
Orrmiscience

Indctcnninist

Non-Absolutist
-.248
.08251
.831
.775
.173
.573
.02263
.02059
-.127
-.06885
-.02422

-.192
-.152
.206
.04666
.691
-.05659
.849
-.05014
.234
.144
.285

-.107
05654
.04167
.04685
-.117
-.315
07985
-.05275
.388
.771
-.668

constructs absolutism and non-absolutism, in that the first factor is consistent

Table I: the items which loaded together in table I are grouped togelher.

with the idea of absolutism used in previous lay literature. The Determinist/
Absolutist column shows the connection
between the belief that little or nothing is
caused by chance, the statements by
Calvin, and the statement by Smith, all

Table 2: Percentages for Questionnaire Items

%

%

agreed

neutral

'%not
agreed

When we attribute fon::knO\vledgc to God, we mean that all things always were, (Iod perpetually remain,
under his eyes, so that 10 his knowledge there is nothing f\llme or past, but all things arc present. And they
are present in such a way that he not only conceives them through ideas, as we have before us those
things which our minds remember, but he truly looks upon them and discerns them as things placed before
him (John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion. citcd in MeMurrin, 1965, p.38).

74

13

13

logically consistent with each other. High

J would not serve a God that had not all wisdom and power (Hyrum Smith, cited in McConkie 1980).

72

10

18

loading items on the second factor were

Nothing important happens by ehancc coincidcncc. Evcn specifk disasters arc planned in order to
promote a certain type of growth andfor intended as a punishmcnt.

67

18

16

As J read our rcvelations it is clear that it says "all things are present before mine eyes" but to say that
that means there is no past for God, there is no present for Ciod and no future is I think a distortion or a
misreading of the word "present." It fol1ows, if we take our own heritage seriously, that if he knows about
the future he knows it by anticipation. And when you in fact arrive at your destination in his presence he
will then know it as actual for the first time .... heretoforc he could only have known it as possibility
(Madsen, 1998. pA).

55

15

30

Now Mormonism has always assumed the naive concept of space and time as contcxts for whatcvcr is
real. Accordingly, it denies etemity in the sense of timelessness, describing God as subject to both timc
and space. God is both somewhere and sometimc, a view thilt has always widely prevailed in popular
religion ilnd th<lt is central to the Monnon conecption that God is a material being.... the future is real
and unique, not merely from the perspcctive of mcn, but as well from the perspective of God
(McMurrin, 1965, p.39).

55

22

23

All prophecy is conditional. If certain conditions arc fulfilled, then certain results will follow. ,It
doesn't determine that thc event will occur. ... One could say there are some prophecies which are
unconditional but if you analyze them, they are not based on any !lelauses that pertain to us (Madscn,

67

18

16

absolutist principle, but consisted of
items related to belief in free wilL This

1998, pAl.

factor correlates with neither absolutism

According to his theory, God can progress no further in knO\vledge and powcr, but tbe God that 1 serve
is progressing eternally, and so arc his childrcn ... Now do not lariat the God that 1 serve and say that he
C<lnnot leam anymore; 1 do not believe in such a character (Brigham Young, 1H54)

67

15

18

When we speak of etcrnal increasc,
knowlcdge (Brown, 1961, p. 4).

80

statements by Madsen and McMurrin.
High loading items on the third factor
were statements by Young and Brown.
The second and third components,
rho ugh nor correlated with each other, are
as a pair consistent with the non-absolutist position. The fourth factor is not
definitive of the absolutist nor the non-

nor non-absolutism because it opposes
soft determinism and promotes indeterminism. If the indeterminism item was
correctly interpreted as a corollary of free
will (as follow-up interviews suggested for
the majority), the Indeterminist compo-

I believe in hard dctcrminism: cvery action is dctermined and there is no such thing as free will.

16

I believc 1I1 soft dcterminism: each act or choice is to some dcgree free and to some degrce determined
(by former frce choices as wcll as forees outside the individual). [positivc factor loading in Table I]

85

Table 2 presents the percentages of the sample's endorsement of each item.

because it is consistent neither with hard
nor

with

the

speak not only of increase of posterity, we speak of incrcasc of

I bclieve in indetcrminism: mental activities are entirely free from physical laws. [negative factor loading
in Table 1]

nent should load as a separate factor
determinism

\VC

86

Non-

Absolutist position which is more consistent with soft determinism. The rationale
for the component labels is expanded in
the conclusion.
20
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20
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hoped thar this review would be a springboard for discussion

In support of the second hypothesis, the Determinism/
Absolutism factor correlated with recency of conversion R .20

during therapy, and an assurance that clients need not aban-

p<.01 (1 tailed), as Poll (1989) had suggested. Years of inactiv-

don either their faith or their reason in order to resolve cog-

ity did not correlate significantly with the view of God as with-

nitive dissonance. That is, adopting the understanding that

in time but did correlate moderately with the factor Limited

opinion, rather than direct revelation, has at times been the

Omniscience R -.53 p<,01 (2 tailed). Further, supporting Poll's

foundation of common LOS beliefs on this topic, clients

(1989) hypothesis, there was no significant correlation between

could then be free to develop a solution which seems logical

Determinism/Absolutism and years of inactivity.

and consistent with their beliefs (Madsen 1998, Maxwell
1979, Robson & Bergerta 1989, Poll 1989).

In partial support of the third hypothesis, most demographic variables did not correlate with any relevant factor.

God as absolute or non-absolute

There was no significant correlation between Determinism/
Absolutism and Gender t(125) = -.79, ns p= .43, Having

McMurrin (1965) notes that the dominant trend in classi-

been raised in Utah or Idaho did not correlate with any fac-

cal Greek metaphysics, which influenced early Christian

tor. Determinism/Absolutism showed a weak negative corre-

views, was a conception of ultimate reality as essentially stat-

lation with age R -.17 p<,05 (2 tailed). Political affiliation

ic [being] rather than dynamic [becoming]. This provided a

Detetminism/

basis for the attributions "omnipotent, omniscient, and

Absolutism, indicating that the terms "consetvative" or "liber-

omnipresent" (p. 36) and for the Anglican creed, which states,

showed

no

significant

correlation

to

al" in a religious sense do not correspond to those terms when

"There is but one living and true God, everlasting, without

used in a political sense,

body, parts, or passions" (p. 42). Mormonism represents a

In support of the fourth hypothesis, the mean scote for the
endorsement

of

items

loading

on

radical break from this tradition; consequently it is seen by

the

many churches as not truly Christian. Though LOS belief is

Determinism/Absolutism factor was .16 with a standard devi-

indeed founded on belief in an all-powerful creator, as

ation of .85 and a range from 1.75 to -2.00, indicating that the

McMurrin (1965, p. 29) interprets LOS theology,

sample's

distribution was skewed toward Determinism/ Absolutism.
Though a minority, non-absolurists of varying strength still

God is described in non-absolutistic terms as a being

comprised 35% of the entire sample and comprised 20% of the

who is conditioned by and related to the world of

portion which can be considered a random sample.

which he is a part and which, because it is not ulti-

In support of the fifth hypothesis, the percentages in Table

mately his creation, is not absolutely under his domin-

2 and the factor analysis indicate logically inconsistent or

ion ... he is therefore finite rather than absolute:' He

compartmentalized ideas. Over 60% endorse the ideas which

points out that the issue has not been resolved by con-

indicate belief in hard determinism (statements by Calvin

sensus: "Mormon theologians have moved somewhat

and Smith) while 86% (necessarily some of the same persons)

ambiguously between the emotionally satisfying abso-

rejecr the explicit statement of hard determinism. Over 55%

lutism of traditional theism and the radical finitism

endorse the ideas related to God existing within time (con-

logically demanded by their denial of [ex nihilo] cre-

sistent with LOS belief in God as a physical being within

ation" (1965, p.29).

space) yet reject ideas supporting the logical corollary of their
endorsement, that God is subjecr to physical laws of space

The results of this study indicate that lay members of the

and time. Another inconsistency of belief is that endorse-

LOS Church maintain similarly divided views. This is con-

ment of free will should load negatively on the factor

sistent with Poll's (1989) survey sampling LOS university

Determinism/Absolutism, but it does nor.

students and faculty, wherein a majority of students agreed
with the proposition "God is all-knowing, all-powerful, and
unchanging;' yet a majority of the faculty disagreed with this

DISCUSSION

statement (Poll, 1989, p.32).
The following brief review of the historical LOS debate

Bruce R. McConkie states, "It should be realized that God

over topics associated with fatalism and free will might be

is not progressing in knowledge, truth, virtue, wisdom, or any

useful for clients with these concerns as a way to develop a

of the attributes of godliness. He has already gained these

synthesis which reconciles apparent contradictions. It is

things in their fullness. But he is progressing in the sense that
21
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his creations increase, his dominions expand, his spirit off-

When we attribute foreknowledge to God, we mean that

spring multiply, and more kingdoms are added to his

all things always were, and perpetually remain, under his

domains" (1958, p.221). Further, joseph Fielding Smith

eyes, so that to his knowledge there is nothing future or

wrote, "If he [God] is lacking in 'wisdom and in 'power' then

past, but all things are present. And they are present in

he is not supreme and there must be something greater than

such a way that he not only conceives them through

he is, and this is absurd" (McConkie, 1954, p.5).

ideas, as we have before us those things which our minds

Eugene England (1995), in an essay "Perfection and

remember, but he truly looks upon them and discerns

Progression: Two Ways to Talk about God;' discusses the

them as things placed before him.

conflict between statements by prominent members of the

- john Calvin (McMurrin, 1965, p.38)

church about the nature of God as absolutely unbounded in
knowledge or, conversely, as still progressing in knowledge.

Similar language is encountered in Mormon scriptures

He reconciles the seemingly conflicting statements by refer-

(O&C 130:7) which states that angels "reside in the presence

ring to the concept of "spheres of influence," spoken of by

of God ... where all things for their glory are manifest, past,

Brigham Young, which is that God has all power and

present, and future and are continually before the Lord" (see

knowledge necessary to save us within the sphere of our

also O&C 38:2; Moses 1:6). Neal A. Maxwell writes, "Once

present situation, though he still gains knowledge. England

the believer acknowledges that the past, present, and future

(1995, pp. 43-44) notes that although the Lectures on Faith

are before God simultaneously, even though we do not under-

state that God is "omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient"

stand how, then the doctrine of foreordination may be seen

and that "without the knowledge of all things God would

somewhat more clearly" (1979, p.37).

not be able to save any portion of his creatures" (lecture 2,

Support for God Outside Time

paragraph 2), these lectures are of uncertain authorship, and
are described by B.H. Roberts in the History of the Church

On the other hand, McMurrin notes that "in classical the-

(2:176) as "not of equal authority in matters of doctrine" to

ism the idea of God's eternity is not that time is unreal for

the standard works. Conversely, joseph Smith spoke of

God but rather that, as eternal, God embraces the totality of

humanity as akin to God and jesus Christ, in that "God

time" (1965, p.36). Orson Pratt explicitly affirmed that God

himself was once as we are now;' indicating a progressing

is in time: "The true God exists both in time and space. He

nature (Smith, 1976, p. 345).

has extension, and form, and dimensions, as well as man. He
occupies space; has a body, parts, and passions; can go from

God as Outside or Within Time

place to place-can eat, drink, and talk, as well as man" (1848,

pAl. McMurrin affirms that the view of God as subject to
both time and space "is central to the Mormon conception
that God is a material being" (1965, p.39). B.H. Roberts, as
official church historian, emphasized God's temporal nature:
"Here there is succession of time with God, a before and
after; here is being and becoming" (1903, p.96).

LOS doctrine seems to both support and not support
God's existence being bounded by time. Although ideas from
contemporary metaphysics have been used to support both
sides of the argument, the current discussion is limited to
authoritative statements of Christian doctrine. According to
the current survey results, opinion is divided approximately
in half on this issue.

Reconciliation of Scriptures About God's Relation To Time
Support for God Within Time

A reconciliation of these apparently opposite views may be

On one hand is the Christian belief that time is God's cre-

accomplished by investigating alternate meanings of the scriptur-

ation so therefore he is not subject to it. Robson (1980) explains

al passages referred to above. Truman Madsen states, '1\S I read

that in orthodox Christian theology, the position of Thomas

our revelations it is clear that it says 'all things are present before

Aquinas in Summa Theological, Q14 Art.13 (as quoted in

mine [God's] eyes' but to say that that means there is no past for

Robson, 1980, p.18), has become standard:"Things reduced to

God, there is no present for God and no future is I think a dis-

actuality in time are known by us successively in time, but by

tortion or a misreading of the word 'present'" (1998, pAl. For

God they are known in eternity, which is above time:'The state-

example, in this context"all things are present" may refer to God's

ment by the Christian theologian john Calvin, included as part

complete view of all things and events which currently exist. The

of this study's questionnaire, is consistent with this view:

passage Alma 40:8 in The Book of Mormon asserts that "all is as
22
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one day with God and time only is measured unto man:' Robson

outcomes in exact detail, including the knowledge of certain

suggests that "the passage [Alma 40:8] may be used only to indi-

events which he has power to cause to occur. With this

cate that there is a difference in the time dimension of man and

interpretation, his knowledge of the future would still be

of God" and that"the point of the passage seems to be that in the

infinite, but could be based on prediction rather than sight.

resurrection God will know all of the times, and it is not impor-

Though this view involves a degree of uncertainty as to

tant for man to know when he will be resurrected. God knows all

which possible future will come to pass, there is precedent

of these times, and man's measurements of time may not be

for interpreting omniscience in this way. Though LOS

God's measurements of time" (1980, p.20). According to this

scriptures speak of God's omnipotence, it is widely accept-

interpretation, Alma 40:8 is consistent with other passages in

ed and doctrinally clear that there are limits to God's power

which time is spoken of as measured differently to God, rather

such that God cannot lie (Enos 1:6, Ether 3:12, D&C 62:6),

than not measured at alL For example:"now I, Abraham, saw that

cannot save us against our will (D&C 18:46, 131:6), and

it was after the Lord's time, which was after the time of Kolob;

cannot allow mercy to deny justice (Alma 42:25) -

for as yet the Gods had not appointed unto Adam his [time-]

still remain God. Therefore, as we interpret omnipotence to

and

reckoning" (Abraham 5: 13). According to the Doctrine and

mean the possession of all power possible, we might also

Covenants 84:100 there will be a time when"Satan is bound and

interpret omniscience as the possession of all knowledge it is

time is no longer;' but this passage may simply mean that the

possible to know, which mayor may not include the exact

time of Satan's power will come to an end, or that the time of

details of the future. B.H. Roberts (1911) wrote that "the

human probation will be no longer.

ascription of the attribute of omnipotence to God" is affected by what "mayor can be done by power conditioned by

Omniscience as Unlimited or as Limited

other external existences -

duration, space, matter, truth,

justice ... so with the all-knowing attribute omniscience:

Support for Unlimited Omniscience

that must be understood somewhat in the same light ... not

That God has foreknowledge is clear in scripture: "the Lord

that God is omniscient up to the point that further progress

knoweth all things which are to come" (Helaman 8: 8; see also

in knowledge is impossible to him; but that all knowledge

2 Nephi 9:20, D&C 93:26). The relevant question is whether

that is, all that exists, God knows" (1911, p.70). Robson &

that foreknowledge includes all exact details of one certain

Bergera (1989) agree:

future or whether his foreknowledge is of a more general
nature. Scriptural accounts of prophetic visions of the future

We do not limit, in my opinion, the concept of omnis-

suggest that his foreknowledge is exact and certain. For exam-

cience or omnipotence in Mormon theology, or any-

ple, "the Lord showed Enoch all things unto the end of the

where else, if we say that God cannot know or do what

world" (Moses 7:67; see also Revelation 4:1, Words of

absolutely cannot be known or done .., Only those who

Mormon 1:7, Abraham 2: 8). Such passages seem consistent

would make of God an ineffable mystery, a totally other

with John Calvin's statement (mentioned above, and included

being, incomprehensible and uncomprehended, would

in this study's questionnaire).

suggest otherwise. Some writers may have adopted such

The principle of foreordination is also based on foreknowl-

views .., But this is not an alternative I personally find

edge (see Romans 8:29, 11: 2; 1 Peter 1: 2). Neal A. Maxwell

attractive, because it seems to me that Mormon theolo-

adds, "when we mortals try to comprehend, rather than accept,

gy is commonsensical and rejects mainline Christian

foreordination, the result is one in which finite minds futilely

doctrines regarding the ineffability, incomprehensibility,

try to comprehend omniscience" (1979, pp.70-71). Special pro-

and complete otherness of God (Robson & Bergera,

visions for the future, such as the instruction given Nephi (1

1989, pp.68, 74).

Nephi 9:2-6) to repeat an abridged account of his father's
record, are often cited as evidence of God's foreknowledge that

James E. Talmage appears to view God's foreknowledge as
prediction: "Our Heavenly Father has a full knowledge of the
nature and disposition of each of His children, a knowledge
gained by long observation and experience in the past eternity of our primeval childhood ... His foreknowledge is based
on intelligence and reason. He foresees the future as a state

Martin Harris would lose the manuscript (D&C 10:38-45).

Support for Limited Omniscience
As an alternative to exact and detailed V1SlOn of the
future, God may have an understanding of all possible
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Reconciliation of Scriptures About Omniscience
Robson (1980, p. 20) offers a less obvious interpretation,
suggesting that references to all things being present before
God be interpreted spatially rather than temporally, but this
fails to account for scriptures explicitly referring to the past,
present, and future being before God. Prophets have often
seen allegorical visions, such as Lehi's dream of the tree of life
(1 Nephi 11:25) and Peter's vision of the unclean animals
offered to eat (Acts 10). Similarly, a possible or general future
could be portrayed, as well as a depiction of the events and
conditions God planned to bring to pass. Contradicting Paul's
assertion,"for whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate"
(Romans 8: 29), Eldon R. Taylor has clarified that our "leaders
have distinguished between them: predestination is not a part
of Latter-day Saint doctrine; foreordination is" (1990, p.29).
Considering Talmage's statement that God's knowledge of the
disposition of his children was gained by "long observation"
(Maxwell, 1979, p.20), God would be able to foreordain individuals based this knowledge. Prophecy of foreknowledge is
also used to connote divine declaration of events God plans to
cause in the future (see Luke 1: 13, 59, 63; Acts 17: 26; 1
Nephi 20:5; Alma 13:3-5,40:10). Truman Madsen speaks also
of the possibility that "all prophecy is conditionaL If certain
conditions are fulfilled, then certain results will follow ... It
doesn't determine that the event will occur ... One could say
there are some prophecies which are unconditional but if you
analyze them, they are not based on any if clauses that pertain
to us" (1998, p. 4), for example, such as in Alma 37:15.
Exact planning and foreknowledge is not the only explanation of Nephi's repetition mitigating the effect of Martin
Harris's loss of the manuscript, for example: knowing the
importance of such records, God might have instructed
preparation of a backup copy of more than Lehi's record.
Portions of the plates which were sealed may contain such
repetitions, just as the four gospels cover much of the same
information, though each adds its own insight.

which naturally and surely will be" (quoted in Maxwell, 1979,
p.20). Truman Madsen states similarly that
God is able to make predictions and to inspire even his
mortal servants to do so, and it is a test of prophecy that
it comes to pass. But if we are genuinely free, how is that
possibld ... It follows, if we take our own heritage seriously, that if he knows about the future he knows it by

anticipation. And when you in fact arrive at your destination in his presence he will then know it as actual for the
first time ... heretofore he could only have known it as
possibility (Madsen, 1998, pA).
A passage from the journal of George Laub states that
"Brigham Young preached ... of the doctrine which Orson
Pratt preached and made a confession of in the first part
that Bro. O. Pratt stated that Brigham Young said that the
gods knew all things that were or ever would be. This he
said is folly for he never made any such [statement] for this
would destroy eternity if he knew the end" (Laub, 1938,
p.69; see Journal of Discourses 4:126-127). The biography of
another early church member, Benjamin Johnson, states,
"During his sickness a personage appeared to him and told
him that had he retained his faith and his desire to live,
there was a work for him to do on earth, but that it was all
welL for a greater work was now awaiting him, and that the
Lord would raise up another to do his earthly work"
(Johnson, 1947, p.204). Such passages seem inconsistent
with the idea that God knows or has planned out the
exact course of events throughout history. Poll (1989) similarly notes:
This basic question of the relationship of God to time is
crucially related to the question of his relationship to
prophecy. Is the future to God as the future is to his children or has the future already arrived as far as he is concerned? ... Does the Lord in fact foresee the future on the

Fatalism As a Logical Corollary of Unlimited Omniscience
Neal A. Maxwell asserts that foreordination as he understands it is "no excuse for fatalism, or arrogance, or the abuse
of agency" because the simultaneity of God's knowledge does
not impinge on our free agency because we do not know what
is to come (Maxwell, 1979, p. 71). However, for some the idea
of unlimited omniscience seems to inevitably lead to fatalism.
Madsen acknowledges this when he states,"If we say that with
absolute foreknowledge, which is what we ascribe to God,
then it must arrive ... there is a kind of necessity that is imposed

basis of superior predictive knowledge, or is his knowledge of the future absolute because he has a different
relationship to that future than we do? (1989, p.32).
Limited omniscience is more consistent with the idea of
God as within time, rather than outside time -

because if

God is outside time, to his view the future has already
occurred because all that we label as past, present, and
future occurs simultaneously. In this case there could be
no uncertainty.
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by saying it is known that X will occur ... those who want to

intent because circumstances outside us impinge on our

protect our freedom point our that the knowing on the part of

freedom (see Moroni 6:8-9, 7:6). The percentages in Table 2

God does not cause the event to occur" (1998, pA). Robson

indicate that most LOS members accept soft determinism;

(1983,1989) points out the implications are disturbing:

this moderate stance avoids the unacceptable implications
of either complete determinism or complete free wilL In

We have to say, in order to make a claim for his total

particular, clients who agonize over the results of past or

knowledge, that he not only knows our specific future

future choices may be concerned with free will and deter-

acts but in addition has to know in advance every single

minism. An understanding that they experience neither

influence which could alter our dispositional state and

absolute free will nor absolute determinism may help such

would know these now and simultaneously with every-

clients avoid taking on too little or too much responsibility

thing else known, so that they would not lie in the future

for their choices, thereby avoiding apathy, excessive guilt

from God's perspective. But if we use such an argument,

about past choices, and anxiety about their responsibility

then the idea of human freedom is no longer coherent,

for future outcomes.

for our apparent choices are not real choices and our
freedom of action is only apparent. (1989, p.72)
If God really exists outside of time and all time

CONCLUSION

IS

Although many members of the Church ofJesus Christ of

spread out before Him as eternally present ... no reas-

Latter-day Saints attribute exact and detailed foreknowledge

surance that God's foreknowledge is absolute but exerts

to God, they paradoxically reject the corollary that events are

no causative force on events can rebuild my real world

predetermined. This arguably represents a compartmental-

for me. (1983, p. 21)

ization of beliefs in order to retain both belief in agency

If the future is known in exact detail, rather than by predic-

cience. To the degree that this group interprets literally the

tion, events must come about consistent with this knowledge

scriptures consistent with unlimited omniscience, they are

and cannot deviate from the known outcome. In that case,

more likely to espouse the determinist position, so the term

one's felt freedom leads one toward inevitable future certainty.

"absolutist" applies as well. This is not necessarily a problem-

(required for accountability) and belief in unlimited omnis-

atic position, though it may be argued that the carry-over of

A Case for Soft Determinism
The stance one takes on this issue may relate to the direction one leans when considering the tension between securi-

uniquely LOS beliefs.

ty and freedom. On the one hand, we are unnerved by the

views are more likely to be those aware of and troubled by

inconsistent ideas from traditional Christianity conflicts with
On the other hand, those members with non-absolutist

idea that the universe might throw even God an unexpected

the apparently discordant beliefs. As an additional stress,

curve ball; on the other, we are stifled by the realization that

they may be seen as "unorthodox" because of their difficulty

if an outcome is foreknown with absolute omniscience, that

reconciling scripture with other scripture, with empirical

event cannot happen otherwise and is in that sense is prede-

data, and with non-doctrinal Mormon ideology. Their

termined. This idea is marginally comforting in that it elimi-

inability to accommodate inconsistent beliefs or to find a

nates genuine risk, but it disturbs one's sense of real freedom.

logical way to integrate the seemingly conflicting ideas may

The questionnaire responses indicate a rejection of such hard

lead to frustration with LOS theology. However, if the fac-

determinism among LOS members. Such evidence is hardly

tor Limited Omniscience correctly corresponds to Poll's

necessary; most religious and non-religious persons alike

concept (1989, pp.t 134), his hypothesis is supported, that

recoil at the suggestion that their actions and choices are not

those who see God as limited in omniscience are not any

free. On the other hand, belief in complete free will leads to

less committed to LOS theology. The opposite is suggested

an inaccurate assessment of accountability and guilt.

by this correlation, supporting the idea that the cognitive

But we are not absolutely free. If we had total control over
our choices -

complete agency -

dissonance of compartmentalized beliefs may lead to frus-

we would be totally

trating conclusions such as fatalism, weakening allegiance to

responsible and would be judged solely by our actions.

LOS theology.
The aim of the previous discussion is to argue that the meta-

Instead, according to LOS theology, we are judged by our
25
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physical basis of LOS theology concerning God's foreknowl-

likely to suffer an accentuated sense of responsibility, possibly

edge can be logically consistent, in spite of the ability of many

leading to a debilitating amount of undeserved guilt. For both

to accept and promote it as inconsistent. A third group whose

those with indeterminist and those with non-absolutist views,

responses fall mainly in the indeterminist component are more

soft-determinism may provide a helpful synthesis.
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